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I N A WAY, it was entirely fitting that 
echoes of the Sixties should have come 
back to haunt us, however briefly and 
to such conspicuously little effect, in 
the presidential election year of 1992. Al- 
though Americans will never be accused of 
possessing a national tidiness of mind, we 
tend to view our history as a series of dec- 
ade-long compartments, almost as though 
they were a series of towns through which 
we have drifted like so many wandering 
cowboys forever stumbling into love or 
trouble. The habit is often little more than a 
lazy exercise in giibness and nostalgia, but 
occasionally it reflects an eerie kind of 
truth; some decades, such as the Sixties, 
seem to be with us always. Among many oth- 
er things, it was a time when good people 
committed horrible deeds for the loftiest of 
motives; as Jack Nelson, the Washington bu- 
reau chief of the Los Angeles Times reminds 
us in his new book, Terror in the Night , it 
was a time when destruction seemed to be 
the only way to save the village. And the 
country has never been the same. 



LJ. Davis is a contributing editor of Harp - 
er*s magazine . 



In revisiting an old story with new infor- 
mation and the wisdom of hindsight, Nelson 
tells what happened when the Ku Klux Klan 
attacked the Mississippi Jewish community 
in the crucial years of 1967 and 1968. It is a 
tale that does not lack for drama, moral 
complexity, or colorful characters. Con- 
fronted with the greatest civil rights strug- 
gle since Reconstruction, the FBI's J, Edgar 
Hoover, his curious obsessions on promi- 
nent display, had poured in men and re- 
sources with an unstinting hand, K the hand 
had been forced by the 1964 murder of 
three civil rights workers— two of them 
white, Northern and Jewish— near the gro- 
tesquely misnamed town of Philadelphia, so 
be it Hoover was both an odd duck and a 
clear and present danger to the Republic, 
but revisionist commentators often forget 
that he was occasionaEy a very good cop 
indeed. In 1960s Mississippi, the FBI was 
just about the only powerful friend the black , 
community had. p J l 

As head of the field office in Jackson, 
Hoover chose Special Agent Roy Moore, 
who had demonstrated un-Bureaulike inge- 
nuity a few years previously when he recon- 
structed an entire downed airliner in Den- 
ver, solving a mass murder. And m Missis- 
sippi, Moore discovered an unlikely ally: 
when racial violence veered toward the old 
rail hub of Meridian, it ran directly into the : 
city's chief of police, Roy Gunn, a violent, . 
volatile ignoramus who had undergone a 
profound religious experience while sitting . 
in church. The religious experience, simply 
put, had told Gunn to enforce the law of the 
land, equally and without favor. 

The common enemy, the White Knights 
of the Ku Klux Klan, was a virulent offshoot 
of an organization that, as they say, is a little 
hard to like; in one of the book's few omis- 
sions, Nelson fails to note that the Knights 
were deeply infected with a hydrophobic 
form of neo-Nazism that was excessive even 
by the Klan's spacious standards. And as the 
Knights' chosen instruments for the attack : 
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